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1 Some scholars envision the principate as a time when the imperial delator (a nefarious "prosecutor" or "informant") sat down, scroll in hand, and scrutinized a given work for references potentially critical-hence subversive-of the court. Although a number of scholars have challenged the premise that certain individuals were prosecuted for offenses related specifi cally to freedom of speech (either of the spoken or written word), few have questioned comprehensively the true extent of the limits of free expression under the empire.
3 A piecemeal approach that examines the limits of freedom of expression under individual emperors, however, has arguably limited our understanding of this subject by confi ning the inquiry to isolated cases where discussion is often disconnected from any larger social or historical context. Source criticism, too, has not always been as vigorous in subjecting the ancient literary record to the scrutiny it deserves. Of late a number of studies, both of a general theoretical nature and specifi c to Roman culture, have examined the interaction of both the social and political dynamics that limit free expression or the methods by which such limitations are variously tested, breeched, steven h. rutledge and negotiated, though such methodology has yet to be applied to a general study of the present subject. 4 In light of such current studies and as a result of the gaps cited in the scholarship, the present chapter attempts a more extensive consideration of this particular aspect of Roman antiquity and especially (though not exclusively) to come to terms with some of the obstacles faced in fully understanding the nature of free expression in ancient Rome. An important preface to such a study naturally must include some discussion concerning how the sources conceptualize libertas. Due to the limitation of space this discussion is not comprehensive, but an attempt is made to give a suffi cient conceptualization as it applies to the types of cases addressed. The discussion includes the attendant "suppression" of libertas and the diffi culties presented by the notion of "censorship." Another important preface to this study includes a brief survey of some of the general problems that arise in the sources and that render problematic our understanding of this phenomenon. This study is structured around the different types of expression that the sources indicate had varying degrees of limitations imposed upon them. The fi rst is the ability of members of the elite to speak within the senate or in a related political context. The second is the written productions of the senatorial elite, specifi cally history and biography. The next section examines derision and abuse and discusses the cultural and political dynamics that limited such expression between and among various social groups and within various contexts. What is hoped will emerge is a deeper appreciation of a phenomenon that belongs not to the caprice of a series of tyrants under the early empire but to a nexus of complex dynamics at play in Roman society.
A Social Space for Libertas
Traditionally and historically those who try to assess the politics or literature of the early empire look fi rst and foremost to Tacitus and as a result tend to conceptualize libertas in almost exclusively political terms, perhaps understandably so, since that is his central focus.
5 For Tacitus
